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University students and 1997 

Departmant of Social Work Dr. Law Chi-kwong 

University life is the time when young adults begin to contemplate 
important value issues such as the meaning of life, love, truth, etc. The year 
1997 is the time when Hong Kong becomes part of China again and is the time 
for people in Hong Kong to re-orient ourselves in terms of cultural, national, and 
political identity. University students during this period to face both challenges 
at the same time. 

Most people in Hong Kong will have their national identity changed 
overnight between June 30, 1997 and July 1, 1997, from a British subject to a 
Chinese national. This change in national identity, though objective, may not 
be fully consistent with the subjective identity of individuals. This subjective 
identity has to go through a gradual psycho-social process of interaction between 
the citizens and their country. Cognitively, it depends very much on the 
understanding of the identifications with the Chinese history and heritage. 
Emotionally, it depends on the extent to which we fell like being part of China 
and the well being of the other 1.2 billion Chinese is part of our own well being. 
These changes could not take place overnight. 

One barrier to this change is the common sense approach to political 
neutrality which is very often given a virtuous label. Political neutrality is a 
political stand not a virture. It is a conscious choice if it is made under good 
understanding of various political ideoloies and political stance. However, it is 
only political apathy if it is based on ignorance and the lack of passions towards 
value issues such as social justice, human rights, economic and social welfare. 
University students of today try to avoid identifying with any particular political 
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ideology or political party. Perhaps, it is due to the apparent virtuous label of 
political neutrality or their equating neutrality with objectivity. We can be 
objective and yet we can take a stand. We all have different values and yet we 
can be fair and open in making judgement. 

Another barrier is our views towards "passions". Passions are seen as 
incompatible to objectivity. Yet, all advancement in human knowledge, culture, 
and social structure is driven by human passions. Our passions towards truth 
and understanding of the world around us have driven us towards the pursuit of 
knowledge and the undertaking of research endeavors. Our passions towards 
life have driven us to construction and to build a better world and a better society 
for ourselves and the future generations. Our passions towards social justice, 
human rights, economic and social welfare have driven us to try our best to build 
social, political and economic systems in our society that are conducive to the 
growth of economic and social welfare and at the same time consistent with the 
principles of social justice and human rights. 

The impetuous fire of youth is an asset to University students. Yet, it is 
locked behind bars by these bondage of political neutrality and negative views 
towards passions. Playing cool is not a sign of maturity. It is a sign of "pre- 
maturity". Do not let hypocrisy kidnap our passions to life, to love, and to truth. 
University life is a valuable period to liberate ourselves from the "shoulds" that 
are given by others and to formulate our own world views and our own social- 
political-economic values. Passions guided by rationality and open attitudes 
towards difference in values will not go astray. Only then, we can venture into 
the understanding of ourselves, our society and our country. Only then, we can 
meet the challenges of 1997. 
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Student and Politics in Hong Kong 

Politics & Public Administration Department, The University of Hong Kong Dr. Lo Shiu Hing 

Students in Hong Kong are traditionally politically passive, with the 
exception of a minority of them who are activists in social and political 
movements. Arguably, this political passiveness of local students reflects a 
persistent identity crisis amongst them. 

From a historical perspective, student movement began to emerge in the 
1960s when China's Cultural revolution stimulated the nationalistic sentiment of 
some local students. However, in a colonial system which tended to coopt those 
student elites who were politically passive and who concentrated their time as 
well as energies on studies, most students were not attracted by the nationalistic 
and Communist movement in mainland China. In addition, the political 
socialization of Hong Kong students, who were taught or encouraged by their 
parents and teachers to avoid talking about and participating in politics, 
rendered the student movement relatively weak. 

Above all, there was an identity crisis amongst the Hong Kong 
students in the 1960s. Although they all identified themselves as Chinese, they 
were split into two groups. One faction advocated a direction of local student 
movement in accordance with China's interest and developmental strategy. The 
other tended to be put an emphasis on social and political reforms in the colony. 
Obviously, students were divided into the pro-Beijing and pro-Hong Kong 
factions. The former identified themselves not simply as Chinese but also with 
the regime in the mainland, whereas the latter kept a distance from the socialist 
regime in China. 
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This identity crisis of local students was arguably exacerbated by the 
colonial educational system in Hong Kong. The colonial educational system 
did not really inculcate any values of nationalism. Rather, a "spoon-feeding 
system" was entrenched to encourage students avoiding politics, to channel 
their energies into studies which intentionally or unintentionally 
undermined creativity, to reward those politically pathetic elites with lucrative 
jobs in the civil service, and to serve as a pillar that stabilized the entire 
colonial governance. Students lacked sufficient knowledge about China 
and adopted a parochial, individualistic and self-interested outlook. 

The political passiveness of Hong Kong students appeared to change 
slightly with the onset of the movement in protection of the Diaoyu Island, 
and the campaign against bureaucratic corruption in the 1970s. Student 
activists in this period later became the political activists in Hong Kong during 
the 1980s. The anti-Japanese sentiment of some students, like the late Chan 
Yuk- cheung who was the former chairman of the student union of the 
University of Hong Kong and who unfortunately died in the recent ovement in 
protection of Diaoyu Island in 1996, was a prelude to a rise of nationalistic 
sentiments amongst the local students. 

Such a gradual increase of nationalistic sentiment could also be seen in the 
1982-84 Sino-British negotiation on Hong Kong's future. Student activists at the 
Chinese University and the Hong Kong Polytechnic opposed the former 
British Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher's claim that the treaties signed 
between the British government and the Ching dynasty were valid. Meanwhile, 
student unions at the University of Hong Kong and the Chinese University 
wrote letters to the former Chinese Premier Zhao Ziyang, lobbying the 
Chinese government for supporting democratization in Hong Kong. The Sino- 
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British negotiation on Hong Kong's future actually marked an intensification 
of the identity problem amongst local students, who consistently regarded 
themselves as Chinese, who viewed China's resumption of its sovereignty over 
Hong Kong as a must, and yet who envisaged democratization in Hong Kong as 
necessary. Implicity, however, students in Hong Kong had reservations about 
the way in which mainland China was governed. 

The Tiananmen incident in China in June 1989 provided a catalyst for 
local students to confront their identity problem. While most students expressed 
their anger and dissatisfaction over the Chinese government's handling of the 
student protestors in the mainland, they appeared to lack any consensus on 
whether Hong Kong and China should be democratized in the long run. Some 
students believed that while the military suppression of mainland 
students should be condemned, others regarded the policy priorities of 
China as economic development and political stability instead of 
democratization. Again, the Tiananmen incident illustrated that local 
students, who took to the streets in Hong Kong, identified themselves as 
Chinese but did not identify with the mainland socialist regime. 

The recent movement in protection of the Dioayu Island again 
demonstrated the persistent identity problem amongst the local students. At a 
forum held at the Chinese University in October 1996, one student union 
representative went so far as to warn the audience that "nationalistic 
sentiment could be utilized by the Chinese Communist Party (Oriental 
Daily, 15 October 1996, p. A24)." But another student union leader retorted 
that "Tibet and Xinjiang are part of China and [that we should] respect the 
decision of 12 billion people (Oriental Daily, 15 October 1996, p. A24)." 
Clearly, student leaders were split into two types, one identifying with China and 
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the other expressing reservations about nationalism. The identity crisis of local 
students remains a hallmark of Hong Kong's political history under British 
rule. 

Whether such identity crisis will take a turn for the better in Hong Kong 
after 1 997 remains to be observed. However, it is very likely that such identity 
problem will persist at least in the short run. For one thing, the political culture 
of Hong Kong students is different from that of their mainland counterparts. 
Living in a colonial polity where Chinese nationalism has been 
discouraged and where students are mentally controlled in such a way as to 
stabilize British rule, local students are bound to have identity crisis. Yet, 
this does not mean that students in post- 1997 Hong Kong will solve their 
identity problem easily. As long as local students desire a Western-style 
democratic political system which is a far cry from both the Hong Kong one and 
the mainland polity, there will still be a gap between their identification as 
Chinese and identification with the mainland regime. 

If this identity problem will likely persist, local students should 
voluntarily take an initiative to become far more interested in current social 
and political affairs than ever before. In the event that students themselves 
are still politically passive, concentrating their time and energies merely on 
materialistic pursuit, they will arguably still possess colonial mentality. Students 
in Hong Kong should be aware of the events unfolding not only in Hong Kong 
and China but also in other parts of the world. Otherwise, the parochial, over- 
individualistic and self-interested attitude of local students will persist, not to 
mention the identity problem which is in fact contingent on China's development 
in the long run. 
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